286	THE EMPTY QUARTER
Naifa itself, and we had struck the summit of the ridge at the
very point where a gently sloping corridor led down between
two great buttresses towards the well. 5Ali had surpassed
himself. He had a sense of the desert shared only by the very
best of his own kind. It was something incredible, altogether
inexplicable. I thought, said I to him, in the midst of my
companions' paean of thanksgiving and congratulations, that
you did not know your way in the dark. God guide you ! he
replied, the camels could not have lived another night with-
out water. He said nothing about coffee !
We trailed down into Naifa. It was well past 11 p.m. and
we had done 45 miles during the day, a magnificent per-
formance for camels on the ninth day without water and for
men exhausted by hunger. The sky had suddenly clouded
over heavily to north and north-east, and frequent flashes of
lightning told of a distant storm.
Have you any water there ? I called to Zaid as I passed his
kitchen camp. Yes, indeed, he replied, and here it is, cold as
snow. May it refresh you! In a trice I was off my camel and
holding the grateful bowl to my lips—the first water I had
tasted in 55 days. I drank slowly and with relish till I had
drained it to the last drop. And then I filled again and drank.
And yet once more—a third bowl. Only then was I satisfied,
and never in all my life have I tasted such nectar. Yet it was
the water of Naifa, foul, briny stuff with all the properties of
the salts called Epsom or something stronger. I had broken
my long self-imposed rule of abstinence from water, and I.
felt amazingly refreshed by the experience. Zaid had lost no
time since the arrival of the baggage-train about an hour
after sunset, and we soon sat down to a stupendous dish of
rice. The camels were watered at once, and I spread my
bedding in the open for a well-earned rest. The great retreat
had been successfully accomplished without any casualties.
We only needed time to recuperate and reorganise our forces
before facing the final bout of our great tussle with the desert.

